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Abstract 
Education for sustainability should be one of the most important goals of our schools. If we are to have a 

sustainable society, it will be necessary to change our values, our willingness to take action, and pro-

environmental behavior. It is not sufficient to teach environmental facts. There is a gap between having facts 

and beliefs and taking pro-environmental action. In this study, we hypothesized that key components of 

education for sustainability were willingness to act in pro-environmental ways and confidence in major 

institutions. The interest was in examining predictors of three types of pro-environmental action. Items from the 

2010 General Social Survey were used in this analysis. Logistic regression analysis indicated that willingness to 

pay higher prices and to reduce one’s standard of living to support the environment, confidence in science, and 

confidence in the executive branch of government predicted types of pro-environmental action. Our education 

should prepare students to promote pro-environmental actions in support of human sustainability. 
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INTRODUCTION 

One of the most important goals of our schools 

should be education for sustainability. Education for 

sustainability cannot be limited to simply conveying 

environmental facts. There is a clear gap between 

possessing facts and taking pro-environmental action. 

Thus if we are to have a sustainable society, we must 

design sustainability education so that students 

acquire pro-environmental values and a willingness 

to take pro-environmental action. We believe that 

education for sustainability also should convey an 

understanding of the importance of sustaining and 

having confidence in major social institutions that 

support environmental actions.  

 

Summarizing the problems of achieving a sustainable 

society, Milbrath (1989, p. 3) noted that “We learned 

too well how to dominate”. Having created immense 

problems, we must rely on our own resourcefulness 

and knowledge to limit consumption and to use 

renewable resources (Milbrath, 1989). To achieve a 

sustainable society it is necessary to fundamentally 

change our values and patterns of behavior. This 

change in our culture can be achieved by educating 

children and youth in schools about the imperative 

need for sustainability.  

 

A survey of 1,218 Americans found that having facts 

concerning the causes of global warming affected 

personal action tendencies to address issues of global 

warming, as did general pro-environmental beliefs 

(Bord, O'Connor, & Fisher, 2000). However, facts 

alone are not enough, and beliefs do not necessarily 

result in action. Teaching the dimensions of the 

problem of sustainability is not a sufficient approach 

to educating students to take pro-environmental 

action. More than information or good intentions are 

needed if one is to take action to help the 

environment. While knowledge of environmental 

facts is an important part of pro-environmental 

action, it is not clear what other factors might affect 

taking pro-environmental action. Some have 

suggested that pro-environmental action may be a 

function of self-identity or social identity (Manetti, 

Pierro & Livi, 2004; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 

Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) reviewed 

theoretically grounded literature related to explaining 

the gap between having environmental knowledge, 

and taking pro-environmental action. They concluded 

that no single framework is adequate to explain 

positive or negative effects on pro-environmental 

action.  

 

There has been some attention to possible links 

between confidence and environmental issues. 

Delmas and Young (2009) have observed what they 

describe as lack of confidence in the capacity of 

governments to address issues of sustainable 

development. Other work has focused on potentially 

very serious risks to the environment and the 

concomitant prevailing lack of confidence in 

governments (Gow & Leahy, 2005).  

 

Therefore it would seem that confidence in social and 

governmental systems influences virtually every 

societal decision that is made. If one has the intention 

of investing time and effort for the benefit of the 

environment, it is reassuring and reaffirming to know 

that there are effective and reliable systems where 

one’s investments will have outcomes. What is 

required is a sense of confidence in social 

institutions, such that private investments of time and 

resources will interact with government, scientific, 

and business systems to benefit the environment. We 

believe that confidence in major social institutions 
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can be an important predictor of taking pro-

environmental action. 

 

In this study we examine the extent to which 

confidence in the social and governmental institutions 

can explain pro-environmental action, specifically 

whether pro-environmental actions are associated 

with confidence in government, in laws, in science 

and in business. We consider this question within a 

framework of types of pro-environmental behavior 

and forms of willingness to take pro-environment 

action. For example, becoming a member of an 

environmental group is one type of pro-

environmental action. However, it requires relatively 

little of the individual in terms of investment of 

money or commitment to change one’s lifestyle. Thus 

we hypothesized that willingness to help the 

environment would not necessarily be associated with 

being a member of an environmental group. 

 

Contributing money to an environmental group is a 

second form of pro-environmental action. Individuals 

might see such a contribution as a statement of their 

readiness to make a change in their standard of living 

in order to support the environment. They may also 

believe that the environmental organizations to which 

contributions are made might directly or indirectly 

invest in gifts in sponsorship of scientific research 

that could benefit the environment. We hypothesized 

that willingness to pay higher prices or taxes, or to 

reduce one’s standard of living would predict making 

financial contributions to an environmental 

organization. In addition, we hypothesized that 

confidence in science would be associated with 

making financial contributions to environmental 

organizations, since the money might be invested in 

scientific work to help the environment. 

 

A third form of pro-environmental action is signing a 

petition in support of an environmental issue. 

Individuals might see such action as a symbolic 

indicator of willingness to make a change in their 

standard of living by supporting the environment. 

They might also see that there is a collective effect of 

many people signing petitions. A petition signed by a 

large number of people might influence government 

to take pro-environmental action. One of the actions 

that government could potentially take is to fund 

scientific work in support of the environment. Thus 

signing a petition might imply both a willingness to 

change one’s standard of living and confidence in 

government and science. We hypothesized that 

signing a petition would be associated with 

willingness to change one’s standard of living and 

confidence in government and science. 

 

METHOD 

Data were from the 2010 cohort of the General Social 

Survey (Smith, Hout, & Marsden, 2013). Ten items 

were selected from the data set. Three items 

measured willingness to take actions favorable to the 

environment: (1) Willingness to pay higher prices to 

help the environment, (2) Willingness to accept a cut 

in living standards to help the environment, and (3) 

Willingness to pay higher taxes to help the 

environment. These items are considered in this 

analysis to be indicative of readiness to act in pro-

environmental ways. Four measures of confidence 

were: (1) Confidence in the federal government, (2) 

Confidence in the legislature, (3) Confidence in 

science, and (4) Confidence in business. There were 

three dichotomous indicators of having taken pro-

environmental action: (1) Membership in an 

environmental group, (2) Giving money to an 

environmental group, and (3) Signing a petition on an 

environmental issue.   

 

IBM SPSS Version 21 was used to compute a 

missing values analysis. Little’s MCAR test was not 

significant (Chi-square = 165.6, df = 158, p = .32. 

Missing data were replaced using expectation 

maximization. Data were weighted by the WTSSNR 

weighting variable, which addresses sub-sampling of 

non-respondents, number of adults in household, and 

differential area non-response (Smith, Hout & 

Marsden, 2011, p. 2897.) Variables were recoded so 

that labels indicating higher value were consistent 

with increasing numerical values. Three logistic 

regression models were examined. In the first model, 

the dependent variable was whether the respondent 

gave money to an environmental group. In the second 

model, the dependent variable was whether the 

respondent was a member of an environmental group. 

In the third model, the dependent variable was 

whether the respondent signed a petition on an 

environmental issue. All predictor variables were 

entered into the regressions.   

 

RESULTS 

With regard to membership in an environmental 

group, of 1419, 75 (5.3%) were members, and 1344 

(94.7%) were not. With regard to giving money to an 

environmental group, of 1413, 259 (18.3%) gave 

money, and 1154 (81.7%) did not. With regard to 

signing a petition, of 1401, 237 (16.9%) signed a 

petition, and 1165 (83.1%) did not. Substantial 

numbers of respondents had low confidence in social 

institutions. Specifically 36.8% reported having 

hardly any confidence in the executive branch of 

government; 42.5% reported having hardly any 

confidence in Congress; and 24.5% reported having 

hardly any confidence in major companies. 

Encouragingly, only 6.4% reported having hardly any 

confidence in the scientific community. Few 

individuals engaged in pro-environmental actions. 

Only 5.5% of respondents were members of 

environmental organizations. Only 18.2% gave 

money to an environmental organization. Only 17% 

signed a petition about an environmental issue.  
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Three logistic regression models were computed. For 

the first model, the dependent variable was 

membership in an environmental group. Table 1 

shows the results of this logistic regression. None of 

the predictor variables was significant.  

 

Table 1: Logistic Regression Analysis: Dependent 

Variable – Member of Environmental Group 

(n = 664) 
    B            eB 

Pay higher prices  .05  1.06  

Pay higher taxes  .10  1.10 

Reduce standard of living .24  1.27 

Confidence in major companies .23  1.26 

Confidence in Executive Branch .03  1.03 
Confidence in Congress -.31   .72 

Confidence in science  .29  1.33 

X2= 8.37    df = 7 
*p <.05.  **p<.01.  ***p<.001 

 

Table 2 shows the results of the logistic regression in 

which the dependent variable was giving money to an 

environmental group. Willingness to pay higher 

prices, willingness to accept a reduction in standard 

of living, and confidence in science all were 

significant predictors. For each predictor, the 

likelihood of giving money increased. 

 
Table 2: Logistic Regression Analysis: Dependent Variable – Gave 

Money (n = 661) 

    B            eB 
Pay higher prices  .46***  1.58 

   

Pay higher taxes  -.02   .97 
Reduce standard of living .23*  1.26 

Confidence in major companies -.03   .96 

Confidence in Executive Branch -.09   .90 

Confidence in Congress -.14   .86 

Confidence in science  .61**  1.84 

X2= 61.68      df = 7 

*p <.05.  **p<.01.  ***p<.001 

 

Table 3 shows the results of the logistic regression in 

which the dependent variable was signing a petition 

on an environmental issue. Willingness to accept a 

reduction in standard of living, confidence in the 

executive branch of government, confidence in 

Congress, and confidence in science all were 

significant predictors. For each predictor except 

confidence in Congress, the likelihood of signing a 

petition increased. For confidence in Congress, the 

likelihood decreased. 

 

Table 3: Logistic Regression Analysis: Dependent 

Variable – Signed Petition (n = 659) 
     B            eB 
Pay higher prices  .23  1.26 

Pay higher taxes  .05  1.05 

Reduce standard of living .26*  1.30 
Confidence in major companies -.16   .85 

Confidence in Executive Branch .32*  1.38 

Confidence in Congress -.59**   .55 
Confidence in science  .43*  1.54 

X2= 53.54     df = 7 

*p <.05.  **p<.01.  ***p<.001 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

Predictors of pro-environmental action depend on the 

specific nature of that action. When pro-

environmental action is defined as membership in an 

environmental group, there were no significant 

predictors. When pro-environmental action was 

defined as giving money to an environmental group, 

willingness to pay higher prices and willingness to 

accept a reduction in standard of living, and 

confidence in science were significant predictors. 

When pro-environmental action was defined as 

signing a petition on an environmental issue, the 

significant predictors were willingness to accept a 

reduction in standard of living, confidence in the 

executive branch of government, confidence in 

Congress, and confidence in science.  

 

Simply acquiring information is not enough to 

prepare young people for pro-environmental action. 

Based on these findings, education for pro-

environmental action and sustainability should 

include a focus on shaping and motivating students to 

be willing to make personal changes in lifestyle. 

Lifestyle changes, such as willingness to pay higher 

prices and willingness to accept a different standard 

of living are fundamental to taking action. Education 

can also convey a degree of confidence in basic 

institutions in society. In particular, it is important for 

students to acquire confidence in government, and 

confidence in science.  

 

While these findings and implications are limited to 

the present time cohort and the population to which 

the findings can be generalized, the analysis suggests 

that the identified variables can make a difference in 

achieving a sustainable society. Moreover, education 

for sustainability can be focused on encouraging 

students to take action that will have the most 

significant impact. Redefining and changing 

lifestyles, paying higher prices, a willingness to lower 

one’s standard of living, and having confidence in 

institutions can have significant effects on making 

positive environmental changes. 
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